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Abstract 
Not all high school students go to college.  Yet, because there is currently such a dominant 
emphasis on “college for all,” preparing non-college-bound students for career-readiness has 
received short shrift.  This issue is particularly important for English learners (ELs) because 
close to half of high school ELs do not advance to postsecondary education.  Through a 
longitudinal ethnography of two underperforming, non-college-bound ELs, I examine how and 
why a relatively well-resourced school allowed these students to graduate without college- and 
career-readiness.  I argue that although there were substantial structural inequalities that led to 
the under-education of the two ELs, educators at the school were largely unaware of such 
barriers and attributed the ELs’ underachievement to the students’ own deficits.  I counter this 
institutional deficit orientation with alternative stories of student assets that illuminate the 
substantial strengths and talents that the focal ELs possessed, which, if recognized and integrated 
into their education, could have led to career-readiness. 
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Non-College-Bound English Learners as the Underserved Third:  
How Students Graduate from High School Neither College- nor Career-Ready 
 Despite the recent “college for all” (Deil-Amen & Rosenbaum, 2002; Rosenbaum, 2001) 
emphasis, in reality not all high school students go to college.  Some pursue career and technical 
education (CTE), some go directly into the workforce, while others drop out without obtaining a 
high school diploma.  Since the career prospects of those who drop out of high school or those 
with only a high school diploma are severely limited (National Center for Education Statistics 
[NCES], 2016), ensuring that non-college-bound students become career-ready should receive 
the same priority as making college-bound students college-ready.  But because there is such an 
overwhelming emphasis on “college for all,” how to help non-college-bound students become 
career-ready has received less attention.  This issue is of particular importance for English 
learners (ELs), linguistic minority students who are identified by their schools as limited English 
proficient, since close to 50% of ELs either drop out of high school or terminate their formal 
education upon high school graduation (Kanno & Cromley, 2015). 
 Recently, Deil-Amen and DeLuca (2010) proposed the term the underserved third to 
describe those high school students who leave high school without becoming college- or career-
ready.  The authors categorize high school and postsecondary students into three groups: (a) 
college-bound, (b) career-bound, and (c) the underserved third.  College-bound students receive 
a rigorous academic curriculum in high school and go onto college.  Career-bound students 
enroll in CTE programs at their high school and/or at the postsecondary level, receiving training 
that prepares them for particular careers.  In contrast, the underserved-third students become 
neither college- nor career-bound:  
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This “underserved third” group is likely to depart from high school having taken classes 
mainly from the high school general curriculum in which they are at risk of receiving 
low-quality instruction, lower levels of academic preparation, and little to no job 
preparation or guidance. (p. 28) 
Deil-Amen and Deluca estimate that over 40% of all high school students belong to the 
underserved third, largely composed of “lower SES, underrepresented minority, immigrant 
English language learner, and first-generation college students” (p. 28).  
 This paper examines the high school education of two non-college-bound ELs—indeed, 
“lower SES, underrepresented minority, immigrant English language learner[s]”—who became 
the underserved third.  Carlos and Eddie were the two lowest performing students of the eight 
high-school ELs with whom I worked on a larger ethnographic study of ELs’ transition to 
postsecondary education.1  They were chronically absent, failed multiple courses, and were 
considered seriously at risk.  At the same time—as I came to learn—they had considerable 
talents and strengths, and a desire to engage with school.  The high school they attended was also 
reasonably resourced and staffed with highly qualified educators.  Yet, in the end, Eddie and 
Carlos graduated from high school with extremely low academic qualifications and few 
marketable skills.  The central goal of this paper, then, is to examine how and why two non-
college-bound ELs with considerable strengths who were attending a reasonably well-resourced 
school became the underserved third.  I ask the following research questions: 
                                                 
1 In this study, I make a distinction between college and postsecondary education.  By college, I mean attending 
either a community college or a four-year college with a goal of earning either an associate’s or bachelor’s degree.  
In contrast, I use postsecondary education to refer to much broader options, including trade schools and CTE 
programs within community colleges as well as academic programs at community colleges and four-year colleges.  
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1. What institutional structures limited the non-college-bound ELs’ opportunity to 
learn? 
2. How did educators interpret the ELs’ underachievement? 
3. What assets and strengths did the students possess that were not recognized by the 
school? 
ELs and Their Opportunity to Learn 
 Whereas going to college is the default postsecondary option for native-English-speaking 
students, for ELs, it is not.  Seventy-three percent of native-English-speaking students go onto 
some form of postsecondary education (4-yr, 2-yr, or trade school) after high school, whereas 
only 54% of ELs do so (Kanno & Cromley, 2015).  The remaining 46% of ELs either drop out of 
high school (17%) or graduate from high school but go no further (29%).  The fact that so many 
ELs are not pursuing postsecondary education—and in fact, not even obtaining a high school 
diploma—suggests that a substantial portion of ELs are falling into the underserved third.  
 While ELs’ lack of access to postsecondary education has traditionally been attributed to 
their limited English proficiency, more recent scholarship has begun to unearth the structural 
inequalities that limit their opportunity to learn (e.g., Callahan, 2005; Callahan & Shifrer, 2016; 
Kanno, 2018; Kanno & Cromley, 2015; Kanno & Kangas, 2014: Kanno & Varghese, 2010).  
Opportunity to learn, which originated in studies of mathematical achievement back in the 
1960’s, has evolved to address the broader question of “whether schools [have] a responsibility 
to provide students with an adequate opportunity to learn before they [can] be held accountable 
for meeting achievement standards” (McDonnell, 1995, p. 306).  When minority students, 
including ELs, are blamed for underachievement, the implicit assumption is that they have had 
the same opportunity to learn as everyone else, yet that they were unable to take advantage of 
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that learning because of their own deficits.  Scholarship on opportunity to learn challenges that 
assumption and asks whether the group of students blamed for their underachievement in fact has 
been given the same opportunity to learn as higher achieving students.  
Indeed, when we look at ELs’ secondary education through the lens of opportunity to 
learn, it is evident that there are several layers of structural barriers that pit their English 
development against their academic learning and hinder their academic preparation.  First of all, 
we know that general educational expectations for secondary-level ELs in U.S. public schools 
are extremely low.  As Callahan and Gándara (2004) write: 
Schools’ unwritten and generally unarticulated goals for ELLs are essentially twofold: 
For recent immigrants, the goal is to teach them English; for long-term ELLs, the goal is 
drop-out prevention and—in the best-case scenario—high school graduation.  (p. 110) 
Given such low expectations and no plans to prepare them for life after high school graduation, 
the academic preparation of ELs in high school is severely diluted.  For one thing, there is a 
strong tendency to assume that English language acquisition must precede any substantive 
academic content learning; therefore, English language development courses often replace ELs’ 
academic content courses (Lillie, Markos, Arias, & Wiley, 2012; Rodriguez & Cruz, 2009; 
Umansky, 2016).  In terms of academic learning, ELs are often placed in EL sheltered instruction 
courses, such as EL Algebra 1 and EL U.S. History, that are specifically designed to provide ELs 
with subject matter learning with necessary linguistic scaffolding in place.  Although EL 
sheltered courses are supposed to be just as rigorous as general education courses, in reality they 
are often dumbed-down (Dabach, 2014; Dabach & Callahan, 2011).  Finally, when ELs become 
reasonably proficient to start taking regular courses, they are frequently placed in low academic 
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tracks and not given the opportunity to take honors and advance placement courses (Callahan, 
2005; Callahan & Shifrer, 2016; Kanno & Kangas, 2014).  
 Thus far, ELs’ limited opportunity to learn in high school has been discussed almost 
exclusively in relation to their college preparation: that is, how their watered-down high school 
education is preventing college-bound ELs from qualifying for four-year-college admission and 
from preparing for the rigor of college-level work.  We know much less about how the other half 
of ELs—non-college-bound ELs—are affected by their under-education in their ability to 
become career-ready.  That is the topic of this study.  
Theoretical Framework 
 This study draws on Critical Race Theory (CRT) in education.  CRT scholars in 
education aim to investigate the role of race and racism in institutional inequity with a goal 
towards eliminating institutional policies and practices that subordinate minority students 
(Delgado Bernal, 2002; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Solózano, 1998; Solózano & Yosso, 
2001).  CRT, in its inception, tended to focus on issues surrounding the Black–White dichotomy; 
however, in more recent years and especially with the advent of related branches of the theory 
such as Latino/a Critical (LatCrit) Theory, CRT has come to investigate the intersection of race 
with other important social categories such as gender, class, immigration status, and language 
(Yosso, 2005).  This intersectionality perspective makes CRT a particularly fitting framework for 
this study.  Today the vast majority of ELs are students of color (National Academies of 
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2017); thus, issues of linguistic discrimination are 
inextricably intertwined with issues of racism (Flores & Rosa, 2015; Rosa & Flores, 2017).  
CRT’s ability to examine the intersection of oppressions creates a space in which to examine the 
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institutional marginalization of students like Carlos and Eddie, who were not only ELs but also 
Latino and low-income students. 
 CRT also validates the experiences and stories of students of color, and CRT scholars 
argue that analyzing minority students’ stories of experience is critical to understanding their 
systemic subordination (Delgado, 1989; Delgado Bernal, 2002).  Underlying the epistemology of 
CRT is a social constructivist view of reality: “For the critical race theorist, social reality is 
constructed by the formulation and the exchange of stories about individual situations” (Ladson-
Billings & Tate, 1995, p. 57).  Institutional agents often rely on what Delgado (1989) calls the 
stock story to justify their status quo.  In a typical stock story, the institution is portrayed as 
meritocratic and fair, earnest in its effort to accommodate minority students/individuals; if the 
minority individuals do not receive the same chance as members of the dominant group, then, it 
is because they do not “measure up” (p. 2419).  CRT counters the stock story with alternative 
stories told from minority individuals’ points of view to expose racism and discrimination 
masked by the stock story.  Indeed, one of the most striking findings of this study, as described 
below, is the stark contrast between Carlos and Eddie’s deficits, which teachers and guidance 
counselors accentuated in explaining their underachievement, and the students’ strengths and 
talents, which were evident in their own stories.  In this study, then, I counter the school’s telling 
of its stock stories with Eddie and Carlos’ stories of assets to illuminate the school’s failure to 
recognize their strengths, which could have been molded into career-readiness. 
In this vein, I found Yosso’s (2005) concept of Community Cultural Wealth to be a 
helpful lens to identity and analyze these student assets.  Pushing back on U.S. schools’ tendency 
to measure the capabilities of students of color against the White, middle-class yardstick, Yosso 
(2002, 2005; Solózano & Yosso, 2001) argues that the assets and resources of students of color 
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need to be identified and valued in their own right.  Thus, instead of focusing narrowly on 
cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986), skills and knowledge that have a privileged status in school, 
Yosso names a variety of alternative forms of capital that together form cultural wealth in 
communities of color, that is, Community Cultural Wealth.  Members of communities of color 
utilize these forms of capital for the survival and wellbeing of their communities and to resist 
oppression in the larger society.  Of the six forms of capital that comprise Yosso’s model of 
community cultural wealth (Table 1), I identified the first three, aspirational, linguistic, and 
familial capital, as assets in these two students’ experiences that, if recognized and utilized by 
their school, could have led to very different career- and college-readiness outcomes for these 
students. 
[INSERT TABLE 1] 
Methods 
The Setting 
 This study took place at Brighton High School,2 a public comprehensive high school 
located in the outskirts of a major city in Pennsylvania.  Brighton is one of the largest public high 
schools in the state with more than 2,500 students.  It is also one of the most multiethnic and 
multilingual schools in the region: Students together speak more than 40 languages.  The school 
is located in a largely working-class neighborhood, with 37% of students receiving free or 
reduced-price lunch, including the two focal students of this study.  The school is well 
maintained and relatively well resourced: e.g., there are enough textbooks to go around every 
student in the classroom; most rooms are equipped with a smartboard; and there are computer 
labs, a large and well-stocked library, and a spacious gym.  All teachers have full teaching 
                                                 
2 All names of institutions and individuals are pseudonyms.  
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certifications and are teaching in the subjects in which they are certified.  Also, because of its 
large student population, the school can offer a number of core courses at different academic 
levels as well as a rich array of electives.  In terms of postsecondary enrollment, 41% of 
graduates go onto four-year colleges while 37% attend community colleges.  
Two Focal Students 
Carlos and Eddie were two of my eight EL participants in a larger ethnographic study of 
ELs’ access to postsecondary education (Kanno, 2018; Kanno & Kangas, 2014).  At the time of 
my fieldwork (2011-2013), 190 ELs from diverse ethnic and linguistic backgrounds were 
enrolled in the school.  Virtually all EL students were low-income students.  With the help of the 
EL Department Chair, I recruited eight ELs for my study who together represented a wide 
spectrum of academic performance.  Their cumulative GPAs ranged from 90.2% (A minus) to 
57.1% (F), with a mean GPA of 81.2% (B minus).  Eddie and Carlos were the two lowest 
performing students in the sample, with 72.3% and 57.1% GPAs, respectively (see Table 2), and 
they were the only two students of the eight who did not go on to college.3 
[INSERT TABLE 2]  
Data Collection 
 I conducted five interviews with Eddie and seven interviews with Carlos between May 
2011 and June 2013, tracking their progress and setbacks towards graduation and their 
postsecondary plans (see Table 3).  All interviews, which were mostly 30 to 45 minutes in 
length, were audio-recorded and later transcribed fully.  I also observed them three or four times 
each in their classrooms to learn how they participated in class and also to gauge the level of 
academic instruction they were receiving (see Table 3).   
                                                 
3 Of the remaining six participants, two went to four-year universities while four enrolled in a community college. 
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[INSERT TABLE 3] 
In addition, I interviewed a group of educators who either worked closely with ELs or 
whose decisions had a major impact on EL education: the principal, three guidance counselors, 
four EL teachers, the college and career coordinator, and the district EL coordinator.  Each 
individual was interviewed once or twice, and was asked to speak about EL education at 
Brighton in general as well as about my EL participants.  The interviews lasted 45 to 90 minutes.  
These interviews were also audio-recorded and transcribed.  The focal students’ high school 
transcripts, state test scores in 11th grade, and annual English proficiency assessment scores 
were also collected from the school with the permission of the students and parents. 
Data Analysis 
 All the data were initially coded for Eddie and Carlos separately (within-case analysis; 
Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  The focus in this phase of analysis was to identify the factors that 
shaped each student’s experiences.  Once the within-case analyses were completed, I wrote a 
lengthy narrative of each student in order for me to articulate my own understanding of how 
these factors intersected with one another within their stories.  In the next step of analysis, I 
engaged in a more theoretical analysis across cases (cross-case analysis; Merriam & Tisdell, 
2016).  This time, the data were combed through with a focus on identifying (a) structural 
barriers, (b) educators’ interpretations of Eddie and Carlos’s underachievement, and (c) the 
students’ strengths and assets.  Throughout this phase of analysis, I explicitly attended to what 
Maxwell (2005) calls validity threats (p. 106): that is, ways in which the researcher’s 
interpretations may be wrong.  Thus, I paid special attention to instances of individual teachers 
or counselors identifying structural barriers for ELs and commenting on the focal students’ 
ELs as the Underserved Third (R2)   11 
 
strengths; I also noted how the students themselves admitted their own weaknesses and 
shortcomings.  
Researcher Positionality  
 I am a former EL myself, and although the exact circumstances of my EL experiences 
(e.g., mine took place at a British boarding school) were considerably different from those of my 
participants, I strongly identified with those ELs.  At the same time, now as a tenured university 
professor, I went into the field with an unexamined belief that college—and a four-year 
college—was the most desirable pathway for any high school students.  I was primarily 
interested in ELs’ access to four-year colleges.  It was my encounter with Carlos and Eddie that 
forced me to reexamine my own biases.  Eddie and Carlos were clearly not academically 
oriented, but they did have dreams for their future and a desire to make something of themselves.  
As I got to know them and their stories, I came to believe that their aspirations and desires 
needed to be recognized and supported.  In other words, I went into the fieldwork, primarily 
interested in college-bound ELs’ experiences, but came out of the project with an acute 
awareness that there is another group of ELs—non-college-bound ELs—who were even more 
underserved and who deserve to be better prepared for their future.   
Findings 
 I begin this section with brief profiles of the two focal students.  This is followed by an 
analysis of the structural barriers that limited their opportunity to learn and marginalized these 
ELs.  Next, I examine how teachers and guidance counselors interpreted and understood Eddie 
and Carlos’s underachievement.  Finally, I counter the educators’ stories of deficit with the focal 
students’ stories of strengths and aspirations, arguing that they in fact possessed cultural wealth. 
Carlos and Eddie 
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Carlos.  Carlos came to the United States with his older brother when he was 10 to join 
his parents, who had left Ecuador to work in the U.S. when he was two.  His father worked as a 
contractor, while his mother was a janitor at a university—money was tight in the family.  With 
his older brother dropping out at age 15, his parents desperately wanted Carlos to go to college.   
However, although Carlos reported having been a good student with steady attendance in 
Ecuador, he never quite learned to engage in U.S. schools.  In middle school, he was frequently 
absent from school and from home.  Recalling this period, he said, “I was like really, really bad.  
Like really bad” (IN 3/27/2012).4 
Carlos’s chronic absenteeism reached a new height in his senior year of high school, 
when he skipped school for the entire fall semester and failed every single course senior year.  
He blamed no one but himself for this long stretch of truancy and likened it to addiction: “It feel 
like an addiction, like the more you do, like, you don’t do nothing in school.  Like, it’s like 
laziness or something like that” (IN 3/27/2012).  Nonetheless, he decided to come back in 
January, partly because his parents urged him to at least graduate from high school and partly 
because he knew that life without a high school diploma would be severely limited.  
Because his graduation was never assured, postsecondary plans never became a high 
priority for Carlos or for the educators around him.  He was in fact highly talented in art 
(especially in drawing), but no adults around him suggested that he should consider a career that 
used his artistic talents.  He had an ongoing conflict with his father, mainly because of his 
                                                 
4 Because this was a longitudinal study, I chose to include the dates of the interview transcripts and observation 
notes from which excerpts were taken.  Interview excerpts are marked as IN whereas field notes excerpts are marked 
as FN, followed by the date (month/date/year).  Carlos and Eddie were juniors in 2010-2011 and seniors in 2011-
2012, with Carlos repeating his senior year in 2012-2013.  
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truancy, but after his attendance had somewhat improved, they had a heart-to-heart conversation 
about Carlos’s future.  Carlos thought that he could become an electrician, so that he and his 
father could start a small construction company together.  But he never put this plan into action.  
In the end, Carlos repeated his senior year, earning just enough credits to graduate from high 
school in five years.  He had no concrete postsecondary plans upon graduation, and worked as a 
busboy in a local restaurant.  
Eddie.  Eddie was born in the U.S., but moved to Mexico with his parents when he was 
three or four.  His father’s death in 2008 prompted his move back to the U.S. at age 14.  It was 
Eddie’s own decision to move to the U.S. in search of a better life.  He came to live with his 
uncle and his family in the Brighton area.   
When Eddie arrived in the U.S., he spoke no English, and academically he was already 
two or three years behind.  He did relatively well in the first two years of high school, with few 
absences and low but passing grades.  In his junior year, however, he and his girlfriend, a Latina 
student at Brighton, had a baby, and he started missing school frequently because of the need to 
take care of the baby.  After the initial turmoil about the pregnancy, his uncle and his girlfriend’s 
family rallied around them, but Eddie missed the guidance of his own parents: 
Sometimes it’s just hard for me ’cause I got too much things on my head ’cause, besides, 
well, I’m not living with my par—, well I’m not living with my parents.  So it’s kind of 
difficult for me to be, be focus on something like school or [pause] I mean, it’s mostly 
myself that I got, um, that I gotta think about, like, my own.  (Kanno & Kangas, 2014, p. 
868) 
To make matters worse, in his senior year, Eddie was hospitalized briefly for kidney stones, 
missing several days of school.  He never informed his teachers about his illness nor how he was 
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struggling to take care of his son.  
Eddie had strong aspirations to become a car mechanic.  He associated fixing cars with 
his fond memories of his now deceased father: “’Cause my well, dad, he used to fix cars and I 
used to help him” (IN 1/10/2012).  On the other hand, Eddie had no idea how one becomes a 
certified mechanic in the U.S.  His junior year was spent coping with the pregnancy, and in his 
senior year, he was too preoccupied with parenting, his illness, and graduation to pay much 
attention to any postsecondary plans.  In the end, Eddie graduated from high school after 
repeating a couple of courses in summer school.  After graduation, he started to take on some 
construction work that his girlfriend’s brother referred him for.   
Structural Inequalities 
 In analyzing how and why Carlos and Eddie graduated from high school without 
becoming college- or career-ready, several structural factors emerged that contributed to their 
under-education.  First, the vast majority of Carlos and Eddie’s courses were either EL sheltered 
or remedial courses.  Their low tracking was partly because of their past low achievement, 
limited English proficiency, and truancy.  However, it was also a function of the tracking 
practices of ELs at Brighton: namely, at this school, there was a salient pattern of placing ELs in 
remedial-level courses once they had completed EL sheltered courses.  For example, an EL 
might move from EL Physical Science in ninth grade to Remedial Biology 1 in 10th grade.5  
Even ELs who earned a course grade of 90% or higher in EL sheltered courses were transitioned 
to remedial courses.  If higher-achieving ELs’ assignment to remedial courses was seen as 
                                                 
5 Brighton’s core subject courses were offered at several different levels (from lowest to highest): remedial, regular, 
advanced, honors, and advanced placement (AP).  The first adjective in each course title indicates the course level. 
Elective courses were not leveled.  
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justified, then the perpetual confinement of lower-achieving ELs such as Carlos and Eddie in the 
remedial track was viewed as entirely unremarkable.  
 The exact nature of the coursework differs slightly for the two students, as Figure 1 
indicates.  Carlos, having lived in the U.S. for several years prior to high school, took fewer EL 
sheltered courses and more remedial courses.  He also had access to a few regular-level courses, 
although they were all taken in his repeat senior year.  Above all, his coursework is marked by an 
extraordinary high number of failed courses (14, or 39% of his core academic coursework).  
Eddie’s coursework, on the other hand, is marked by relatively fewer failed courses but a total 
absence of regular- and higher-level courses.  Remarkably, all his core academic courses were 
either EL sheltered or remedial.  These focal students’ transcripts attest to the extent of their 
under-education at Brighton and are indicative of the cumulative effect of low tracking on 
students who are already underachieving: “Instead of helping low achievers catch up, the slow-
paced, fragmented instruction typically found in low tracks typically leaves low achievers to fall 
further and further behind” (Gamoran, 2017, p. 3). 
[INSERT FIGURE 1] 
 Remedial classes were not a pleasant place to be for either students or teachers.  
Observing remedial classes, I witnessed many instances of chaos and disruptions.  In a 
particularly chaotic Life Science class, one female student walked in 10 minutes into class, 
loudly dumped her bag on a desk, and vented her frustration by screaming at her teachers: “I’ve 
been pissed off all weekend!”  This student was eventually escorted out of class with an 
inclusion teacher.  An hour into class, another student stormed out, wailing, “I don’t like this 
class!” (FN 2/13/2012).  Every time an incidence such as this happened, instruction was put on 
hold so that the teachers could attend to the disruptive students. 
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Mr. Woznyj, EL Department Chair, was not satisfied with the way ELs were taught in 
remedial classes.  He found students in remedial classes disrespectful and unruly, and was afraid 
that they would have a negative influence on ELs placed in remedial classes:  
My office is in the back of a classroom, so I hear the things, and the things that do not 
happen in my [EL] classroom with, I have to do, still teach a regular-ed. class, but I don’t 
know how it gets to that.  And I don’t know how I’d handle it too sometimes.  I’m, I’m 
appalled.  (IN 1/6/2012) 
At the same time, Mr. Woznyj was also aware that ELs were not the only group of students 
whose needs remedial-class teachers had to meet.  When he asked, “What can you do 
differently?” his colleagues would tell him, “Look at my room.  I have 30 students.  Twenty of 
them, you know, haven’t done their homework tonight” (IN 1/6/2012).  Knowing the array of 
challenges that remedial-class teachers already faced, Mr. Woznyj felt there was only so much he 
could push to get them to pay more attention to ELs’ specific needs. 
Remedial-class teachers responded to frequent disruptions in class by assuming a tough 
demeanor—even when they were soft-spoken individuals elsewhere—which often resulted in 
harsh words towards students.  In one class, Mrs. Morris, who was Carlos’s Remedial U.S. 
History teacher, snapped at two particularly loud students, “Guys, both of you, knock it off.  You 
can continue with your conversation in the [Guidance] Center.  We have slightly more than half 
an hour till the long weekend.  Cut it off!” (FN 5/26/2011).  Mrs. Morris had to issue reprimands 
such as this throughout the lesson in order to keep control of the class.    
Given these tensions between teachers and students in remedial classes, Carlos and 
Eddie’s placement in remedial courses made it difficult for them to build a meaningful 
relationship with their teachers.  Considering the disruptions in her class, for example, Mrs. 
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Morris’s decision to take a tough “don’t-mess-with-me” demeanor is understandable.  However, 
just as understandably, Carlos did not take to Mrs. Morris: “I don’t like the teacher.  She’s kinda 
mean” (IN 6/2/2011).  Whether his teachers cared for him or not was an important motivator for 
Carlos to attend classes and try to do well; even amid truancy, he tended to attend classes where 
he thought that the teacher was caring and skipped classes where he found the teacher to be cold.  
Carlos noted, “Some of them, they really care and try help, helping.  All my classes that I passed 
was teachers that helped me.  Like, really got into helping me” (IN 5/29/2012).  But if most 
remedial classes were the kinds of spaces where teachers came across as disciplinarians, they 
certainly did not create an inviting atmosphere for students to try to forge a meaningful 
relationship with their teachers.   
 Another structural factor that worked against non-college-bound ELs like Carlos and 
Eddie was that Brighton, like many other high schools, had a strong “college for all” orientation; 
consequently, the career part of “college- and career-readiness” took a backseat.  Each year, 
Brighton sent a few students to highly selective universities—a point of pride for a school that 
was located in a working-class community.  There were numerous college-related orientations 
for parents and assemblies for students throughout the year.  But these events were skewed 
heavily towards college-bound students.  These events always included information on 
community colleges; however, when the staff discussed community colleges, the emphasis was 
on the role of community college as a pathway to a bachelor’s degree.  Only after presenting 
community college as an economical and smart way to transfer to a four-year college, would 
they mention very briefly the range of CTE programs one can pursue at a community college.  
 Despite such an overwhelming “college for all” ethos, however, Brighton was a large 
comprehensive high school after all, and it offered a rich array of CTE programs.  Some of the 
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CTE programs were in-house, while others were offered in affiliation with the local County 
Career and Technical Education Center (CCTEC).  These programs were the principal way 
through which Brighton educated a subset of its students to become career-ready.  As mentioned 
above, Eddie wanted to become a car mechanic, while Carlos was a talented artist.  Thus, 
CCTEC’s Automotive Technology and Interactive Multimedia and Design would have been 
excellent choices for Eddie and Carlos, respectively (see Table 4 for the array of CTE programs 
offered at CCTEC).  However, the two ELs were not eligible to enroll in those programs.  
Seniors in CCTEC programs left Brighton after the first two blocks in the morning to spend the 
rest of their school day at CCTEC, and all CTE credits counted as electives.  This meant that 
students only had room to fit four core courses into the two morning blocks in their senior year: 
two in the fall and two in the spring.  ELs such as Eddie and Carlos who needed to cram multiple 
graduation requirements in their senior year because of a combination of learning English, being 
academically behind, and failing multiple courses were ineligible to enroll in these CTE 
programs.   
[INSERT TABLE 4]  
Stock Stories of the Underserved Third  
 Thus, there were substantial institutional barriers that made it very difficult for non-
college-bound ELs such as Eddie and Carlos to acquire foundational academic skills, build 
trusting relationships with their teachers, and access career guidance and training.  Yet, these 
structural inequalities remained largely invisible to Brighton educators, who instead attributed 
the two ELs’ underachievement to their own deficits.  Although the teachers and counselors were 
well-intentioned and tried very hard to help Carlos and Eddie graduate, they lacked awareness of 
the structural inequalities, which led them to rely on their stock stories (Delgado, 1989). 
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 In Eddie’s case, teachers pointed to his lack of basic academic abilities as well as his 
limited English proficiency.  A few educators noted that Eddie had arrived in the U.S. without a 
solid school education, and combined with nearly no English proficiency at the time of his 
arrival, he was severely disadvantaged.  Mrs. Anderson, an EL specialist teacher, noted: “Eddie’s 
skills are limited. . . . I know he does struggle in school.  I know he’s struggling in math and he’s 
also struggling with reading and writing as well” (IN 6/2/2011).  A special education teacher 
who pushed into one of Eddie’s classes (to support students with disabilities) also noted that 
Eddie might have a learning disability.  However, he was never referred for a formal evaluation.   
Eddie’s limited English proficiency was also noted.  Mrs. Solomon, Eddie’s guidance 
counselor, remarked on how little English he spoke when he arrived at Brighton and how 
“phenomenal” his progress had been:   
Mrs. Solomon: I mean from the time he started now ’cause I always used to have to get 
Mrs. Hernandez [another guidance counselor], um, she speaks Spanish.  And she 
would talk to him for me, like if there, if any issues would come up.  And now I 
can.  Like, and that part has been, he’s been phenomenal with that. 
Author: I mean, I, I have no problem communicating with him.  I don’t speak Spanish, 
so. 
Mrs. Solomon: Yeah, but, but when he first started, I mean nothing, absolutely nothing.   
(IN 11/9/11) 
In the above exchange, Mrs. Solomon credits Eddie for his improvement in English.  However, 
her overall emphasis is on how limited his English had been at the beginning: “Nothing, 
absolutely nothing.”  There was no mention of her inability to communicate in Spanish.   
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 With Eddie, however, while noting his limited abilities, teachers at least recognized that 
he did make occasional efforts.  With graduation looming large, Eddie began his senior year with 
a renewed resolution to graduate on time, saying, “Yeah, now I’m doing more work ’cause I 
know, my—, this my senior year, and I gotta get good grades” (IN 9/26/2011).  Several of 
Eddie’s teachers approvingly noted his improved work ethic and encouraged him to keep coming 
to school.  Among the teachers, then, Eddie was often portrayed as a student who tried hard 
every now and then but who struggled because of his limited linguistic and academic abilities.   
The stock story about Carlos was that this was a student who was plenty intelligent but 
lazy.  Mrs. Anderson described Carlos as, “He’s smart, but does not want to do the work” (IN 
6/2/2011).  Carlos himself internalized the identity of a “lazy student” who cannot maintain 
consistent effort.  More than once, he characterized himself as “lazy” and attributed his lack of 
persistence to his laziness.  In his junior year, he toyed with the idea of becoming a nurse but in 
the end decided that he did not have the persistence to follow through with a nursing degree, 
because “maybe ’cause if I’m lazy in school, I’m gonna be lazy in college” (IN 2/29/2012).   
 Once students reached a certain level of “at-risk”-ness, the Brighton staff started sending 
not so subtle messages about how close they were to dropping out.  In senior year, Eddie took 
Remedial Algebra 2 after finally passing Algebra 1 after three tries, and was placed in a class for 
repeaters.  One day, the teacher of the class, Mr. Savage, sarcastically commented to class, “I 
believe in you mostly; the rest of the school doesn’t believe in you so much” (FN 3/26/2012).  
Whatever his intention was, this is certainly not the sort of comment that would make students 
who were already repeating the same course twice feel like valued members of the community.   
  Even more sympathetic teachers at some point gave up on “at-risk” students.  Mr. 
McGrath, whose Engine, Transportation, and Power class Carlos took and enjoyed, was initially 
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encouraging of Carlos to continue and graduate.  In one of my observations, I saw him taking 
Carlos aside as the class walked from the classroom to the woodshop.  Carlos appreciated his 
encouragements and reported afterwards, “He said if I not come, he’s not, I’m not gonna pass.  If 
I keep coming from now on, I’m gonna pass” (IN 3/27/2012).  However, seeing Carlos’s 
continuing truancy, even Mr. McGrath eventually gave up.  One day at the end the senior year, I 
ran into Mr. McGrath, and I inquired about how Carlos was doing: 
Mr. McGrath said that Carlos has totally checked out, and he said, “I dearly hope that he 
will graduate, but if he doesn’t he is another dropout.”  He also said that if you are here 
for a long time, you can tell whether kids will graduate or not, and unfortunately, Carlos 
is one of the latter.  (FN 5/29/2012) 
Two issues are of note in his comments.  First, by stating, “He’s another dropout,” Mr. McGrath 
is articulating an institutional climate in which a student, especially an underachiever, at some 
point ceases to be a unique individual and becomes a mere statistic for the school.  Second, by 
claiming that one can tell which kinds of students will graduate and which kinds will not, Mr. 
McGrath is assuming that it is the student attributes, rather than the school conditions, that lead 
to dropout.   
The educators’ deficit orientation did not end with students, but also extended to their 
parents.  Another stock story of student’s failure—that some students underachieve because their 
parents are uninvolved—was frequently referenced.  The lack of parental involvement was a 
major source of complaint across the school.  Sometimes, Brighton educators, most notably the 
principal, recognized their own role in alienating the parents and acknowledged the school’s 
culpability.  Principal Lawrence said,  
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There’s these unspoken messages of “We really don’t want you here.  We really don’t 
want to talk to you.”  And when you have a language barrier on top of that, how many 
parents just don’t feel they engage because we can’t speak your language.  Or that you 
just, just from, you know, I speak me—, you know, “I speak Spanish, you speak English. 
We’re not going to be able to communicate.  So, I’m not going to bother.”  It’s just 
another barrier.  (IN 1/24/2012) 
Thus, Mr. Lawrence was aware that the school was not doing enough to welcome parents; for EL 
parents in particular, he acknowledged that there was another layer of obstacles.  It is notable that 
he recognized the presence of another language among EL parents and characterized their 
language use as equal to educators’ use of English (“I speak Spanish, you speak English”), rather 
than simply describing EL parents as non-English-speaking.  
When dealing with the parents of “at-risk” students, however, educators seemed to 
quickly fall back on the stock story that the parents did not care, and that the parents’ lack of 
concern was part of their child’s problems.  Mrs. Solomon was clearly frustrated with the lack of 
communication with Eddie’s uncle: “Sometimes I can get a hold of the uncle.  And, and last year 
I remember trying to ca—, call numerous times at the end of the year about his status.  And no 
one ever calls back” (IN 11/09/2011).  Her switch to the present tense at the end is notable since 
it indicates her characterization of Eddie’s guardians’ lack of communication as habitual rather 
than a one-time event.  In other words, when a student was perceived as “at risk,” in addition to 
pointing to the deficits within the student, educators also pointed to the deficits in the attitudes 
and support of his family (Valencia, 2010).  
Another stock story that worked against Eddie and Carlos was the one that said if a male 
student of color started cutting school, it was an indication that he was socializing with “the 
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wrong crowd.”  This prejudice was not necessarily aimed strictly at Eddie and Carlos; rather, all 
four male students in my larger study —all male students of color—were subjected to this 
suspicion to varying degrees.  However, because Eddie and Carlos’s absenteeism was much 
more extreme, these two students were correspondingly more subjected to the staff’s suspicion of 
mixing with the wrong crowd.  “Eddie has just, has sort of fallen into the wrong crowd,” said 
Mrs. Solomon (IN 11/9/2011).  Teachers and counselors never elaborated on what they meant by 
“the wrong crowd”: It was used as an all-purpose code word for anything ranging from 
socializing with other truants to actual gang involvement.  Both Eddie and Carlos denied any 
gang involvement, and I saw no evidence to that effect myself. 
Educators’ suspicion of Carlos and Eddie’s involvement with the “wrong crowd” was 
detrimental because rather than trying to identify the underlying cause of their absenteeism, they 
simply assumed that the students were absent because they were too busy socializing with the 
wrong kind of people.  Although the staff clearly knew that Eddie had a baby, there is no 
evidence that any counselor or teacher reached out to him to ask how he was managing; nor did 
they know that he suffered from kidney stones because Eddie never told them, and no one 
approached him.  In other words, had the staff not made an automatic assumption that prolonged 
absences meant socializing with undesirable peers, they might have approached these students 
individually and asked what was going on in their lives.  
Counter-Stories of Assets 
As I was learning how teachers and counselors interpreted my focal students’ 
underachievement and at-risk-ness, I was also hearing the students’ own perspectives of their 
experiences.  The contrast was striking.  As I got to know Carlos and Eddie better, as much as I 
understood how they did not always behave in a way that was institutionally savvy, I nonetheless 
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began to question the school’s deficit positioning of these two students—for it became 
increasingly clear that they did have plenty of cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005).  For example, 
Eddie had clear career aspirations: He wanted to become a car mechanic.  Yosso (2005) defines 
aspirational capital as “the ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the future, even in the face of 
real and perceived barriers” (p. 77).  Eddie was already informally fixing relatives’ and friends’ 
cars and enjoyed the work.  Also, now that he had a baby, Eddie took his parenting role seriously 
and wanted to provide for his girlfriend and their baby son.  When asked what he envisioned 
himself doing in 10 years, he said, “I think first of all, well, have a good job doing mechanic 
stuff and have my own place. Yeah.  Be there for my son” (IN 4/20/2012).  Instead of taking the 
unexpected pregnancy as an insurmountable barrier to his future, Eddie was already considering 
ways to provide for his young family.  
Similarly, Carlos’s artistic talents could have been turned into a career.  In Mr. 
McGrath’s class, I observed Carlos drawing his design for his minicar with ease and wrote in my 
field notes: “Carlos is actually quite good at drawing.  His lines are smooth and he draws lines 
without hesitation and with a flow” (FN 3/28/2012).  Carlos later shared that art was the only 
subject for which he received an A; indeed, with 94% as his final course grade, the Visual Arts 
class in his junior year was the pinnacle of his academic accomplishment.  Some teachers knew 
about his artistic talents.  Mrs. Anderson told me, “Carlos is very artistic” (IN 6/2/2011).  
However, no educators at Brighton ever suggested to Carlos that he might want to consider a line 
of career that could use his artistic talents such as web designing or referred him to CCTEC’s 
Interactive Multimedia and Design.  When I asked Carlos whether he had ever considered 
pursuing a career in which he could use his artistic talents, he simply said, “I never thought about 
it” (IN 3/27/2012).   
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 Also, although both ELs were frequently absent, when they were in school, they were 
eager to learn and wanted to be perceived as good students.  In spite of the teachers’ general 
perception of Eddie’s low academic abilities, he in fact expressed his intellectual curiosity.  For 
example, Eddie took Remedial Human Anatomy in his senior year, and he said that through this 
course, he became much more aware of how the human body worked: 
I’m really learning this stuff, but, you know, I didn’t thought about it that, you know, like 
about myself, like, about me, like my body, you know, like sometimes we . . . I just do 
things, but I don’t really know about it.  Yeah, like, parts of my body or my brain, like if 
you got into an accident or hit your head or something, you may . . . maybe not gonna be 
able to be normal ’cause, there’s like certain spots in your head that, you know, they’re 
like, yeah, important for you.  (IN 4/20/2012) 
In other words, Eddie was able to make a connection between class content and his own 
experiences and reflect on how he needed to take care of his body.  In this particular interview, 
we went over each course he was taking, and he was able to articulate what his personal “take 
away” was from each class, demonstrating that he was in fact an active learner in the classroom.  
 Carlos did not express the joy of learning academic content like Eddie did, but he too was 
eager to project an image of a good student.  In Mr. McGrath’s class, the teacher was explaining 
how to use the band saw, and Carlos was listening intently: 
[Mr. McGrath] explains how to use the guard with an eighth of an inch above the block 
of wood they are cutting.  He tells students to stay three feet away from the guy who is 
using the machine, adding that this is a good class that is respectful, while his fourth 
block [class] scares the hell out of him because they mess around.  When he says that this 
class is respectful, Carlos pats his chest lightly, as if to say, “That’s me.” (FN 3/28/2012) 
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Given the number of classes he missed, Carlos could hardly claim the title of a model student.  
However, in front of Mr. McGrath, whom he perceived as caring, Carlos nonetheless wanted to 
come across as an eager and respectful student.   
 These two students also had a benefit of substantial familial capital (Yosso, 2005), 
support of immediate and extended family members for their schooling and further education. 
Family mattered to them, and their families’ support helped them persist through graduation.  
Carlos’s parents made it clear that he had to graduate from high school: “They told me to keep 
coming to school ’cause I’m not going to do nothing without high school degree.  At least, 
graduate, and work” (IN 2/29/2017).  The fact that his parents desperately wanted him to 
graduate made a difference in his own desire to graduate; it was part of the reason why he came 
back in the spring of his senior year after a long absence in the fall.  “I’ll break my mom’s heart 
if I dropped out” (IN 3/27/2012), he said.   
 Carlos also wanted to support his parents financially.  He expressed his desire to lessen 
their burden by achieving financial independence: “’Cause my parents, like they work so much 
for the house and stuff.  So, I’m not tryin’ take money from them” (IN 2/29/2012).  His desire for 
financial independence led him to apply for a night-shift position as a busboy at a local diner.  
Working the night shift from 5 pm to 3 am three days a week was probably not the wisest choice 
when his chances for graduation were already slim.  But his original intent was to lessen the 
financial burden on his parents.  
 Similarly, despite Mrs. Solomon’s lament about the lack of family engagement, Eddie’s 
uncle and even his girlfriend’s parents communicated to him that they would support his further 
education.  Eddie told me that his uncle had suggested that he should go to “a real college” (IN 
9/26/2011) and that “if it’s about education . . . they help me” (IN 1/10/2012), meaning that they 
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would financially support him if he wanted to pursue postsecondary education.  His girlfriend’s 
parents also strongly encouraged Eddie to pursue a college education: “Actually my girlfriend’s 
parents, they don’t mind if I go to college.  They actually want me to go to college” (IN 
9/26/2011).  In other words, although Carlos and Eddie’s families may not have actively sought 
communication with the school, at home they clearly impressed upon these youths the 
importance of education.  
 Finally, Eddie and Carlos were proficient bilingual speakers who were capable of shifting 
fluidly and appropriately back and forth between two languages as the situation commanded—an 
asset Yosso (2005) describes as linguistic capital.  At school, their lack of English proficiency 
was constantly emphasized, compared against the monolingual English standards, while their 
Spanish proficiency was virtually ignored.  During my three-year fieldwork, I spoke with a 
number of educators at Brighton both formally and informally, and yet none of them 
characterized Eddie and Carlos as bilingual.  However, it was by virtue of their bilingualism that 
Eddie and Carlos were able to maintain close ties with their families and kin and to benefit from 
the rich familial and aspirational capital from their community.  Because they were able to fully 
communicate with their families in Spanish and understood their parents and relatives’ 
expectations, both Carlos and Eddie persisted through graduation.  
Discussion and Implications 
In this study, I asked a basic question: Why does a relatively well-resourced school 
staffed with highly qualified teachers with good intentions still allow non-college-bound ELs like 
Carlos and Eddie to become the underserved third?  Through the guiding lens of CRT, I inquired 
into the structural inequalities at the school, identified the stock stories (Delgado, 1989) that 
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teachers and counselors drew upon to explain Carlos and Eddie’s underachievement, and 
countered these stock stories with alternative stories of student assets.  
To answer the first research question, “What institutional structures limited non-college-
bound ELs’ opportunity to learn?” it was found that Eddie and Carlos were confined to the 
lowest-level classes that Brighton offered and were exposed to extremely basic instruction, 
constant disruptions, and tense relationship between teachers and students.  Brighton’s practice 
to move even high-performing, college-bound ELs to remedial courses once they completed EL 
sheltered courses had a cascading effect on lower-achieving, non-college-bound ELs.  Students 
like Carlos and Eddie went through the entire high school career with little or no opportunity to 
rise above the remedial track.  
ELs’ low tracking of ELs so far has been problematized in the context of their 
preparation for college (Callahan, 2005; Callahan & Shifrer, 2016; Kanno & Cromley, 2015; 
Nuñez, Rios-Aguilar, Kanno, & Flores, 2016).  However, what this study shows is that the 
perpetual confinement of non-college-bound ELs in the remedial tracks radically reduces their 
odds of acquiring foundational academic skills that are vital for career-readiness.  An influential 
analysis by ACT (2006) found that the level of academic readiness that is required for middle-
skill jobs, jobs that require some postsecondary education but not a bachelor’s degree, such as 
electricians, dental hygienists, and police officers,6 is comparable to the level of academic 
preparation required for success in first-year college-level courses.  Moreover, Rosenbaum 
(2001) points out that although academic skills may not be needed for some entry-level jobs, 
those skills are critical for higher-echelon positions within the same company or within the same 
field if workers want to advance in their career.  Consequently, “when workers in the lowest-
                                                 
6 ACT (2006) calls these jobs Zone 3 occupations.  
ELs as the Underserved Third (R2)   29 
 
level jobs lack basic academic skills, as they often do, they are stuck in those jobs” (p. 118).  If a 
high school diploma does not in fact translate into the acquisition of foundational academic 
skills, it is likely to hamper graduates’ ability to move beyond entry-level positions.  
 In addressing the second research question, “How did educators interpret the focal ELs’ 
underachievement?” one of the striking findings of this study is the extent to which Brighton 
educators remained unaware of the structural inequalities that marginalized non-college-bound 
ELs.  Some educators, notably the principal and the EL Department Chair, were to some extent 
cognizant of some of the barriers that the school created for ELs and their parents.  However, 
awareness and action are two different matters, and even when they were aware of some 
inequities, given the competing demands of the school as a whole and the finiteness of existing 
resources, they did not advocate strongly for ELs.   
 Most teachers and counselors, on the other hand, remained largely unaware of the 
underlying structural inequalities and their role in them; instead, they drew on their stock stories 
(Delgado, 1989), attributing low-achieving ELs’ underachievement to the students’ own deficits 
such as laziness, lack of academic abilities, limited English proficiency, and uninvolved parents.  
To say that these educators recognized so many deficits within the students but so few within the 
system, however, is not to blame the educators; rather, it illuminates the tough working 
conditions and structural constraints surrounding public secondary school teachers that 
compromise their ability to meet the needs of racial and linguistic minority students.  As García 
and Guerra (2004) caution us: 
It is important to avoid centering on teachers as the problem, which detracts from the 
critical examination of the systemic factors that perpetuate deficit thinking and reproduce 
ELs as the Underserved Third (R2)   30 
 
educational inequities for students from nondominant sociocultural and linguistic 
backgrounds.  (p. 154) 
In secondary schools, unlike in elementary schools, students move to different classrooms every 
period, making it challenging for teachers to get to know individual students (Trickett et al., 
2012).  Especially in remedial-level classes, where underperforming students are concentrated 
but underperforming for a variety of reasons, teachers have the impossible job of addressing each 
student’s different needs in a 45- or 90 minute block at a time.  Adding to the stress is lack of 
professional development in EL education.  In a 2008 survey, only 29.5% of teachers who taught 
ELs reported having had opportunities to receive professional development in EL-specific 
instructional strategies.  Trained or not, however, under the No Child Left Behind Act (2002), 
and to even this day under the Every Student Succeeds Act (2015-2016), schools and individual 
teachers are held accountable for raising test scores of all students, with ELs as one of the 
subgroups for accountability purposes.  All of these challenges do not excuse educators for 
making harsh comments about ELs’ inability or taking a deficit orientation to their 
underachievement, but we do need to remember that educators too are working in a system that 
prevents them from building a deep and meaningful relationship with individual students and 
responding to their specific needs.  
 Before moving onto the third research question, “What assets and strengths did the 
students possess that went unrecognized by the school?” it must be noted that in identifying the 
structural inequities and educators’ deficit thinking, I am not turning a blind eye to the role that 
Eddie and Carlos played in their under-education.  Their behaviors were often unwise and 
irresponsible: There is no good excuse for Carlos’s truancy, as he recognized it himself, and 
although Latinx have the highest rate of teenage pregnancy (U.S. Department of Health and 
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Human Services, 2016), it was not inevitable for Eddie to become a teenage parent.  To the 
extent that Eddie and Carlos had choices to make, they contributed to their own predicaments.  
 That said, there is no question that these two students also possessed strengths and talents 
that were easily recognizable.  As prevalent as the bilingualism-as-a-problem (Ruíz, 1984) 
mindset is in U.S. schools, in the world of business and economy, bilingualism is a marketable 
asset (Grin, Sfreddo, & Vaillancourt, 2010; Saiz & Zoido, 2005).  In particular, a combination of 
expertise in one area (e.g., automotive technology) and proficiency in Spanish, the second most 
commonly spoken language in the U.S. (Ryan, 2013), constitutes a powerful form of human 
capital.  Instead of the remediating their “deficits,” Brighton could have focused on Eddie and 
Carlos’s assets, thinking in creative ways to marry them with career-readiness.  
 The school’s lack of recognition of Eddie and Carlos’s sense of responsibility towards 
their families was another missed opportunity.  Latinx’s emphasis on familism is well known 
(Sabogal, Marín, Otero-Sabogal, Marín, & Perez-Stable, 1987).  Carlos and Eddie, too, felt 
accountable for their families and wanted to do well by them.  Notably, the only context in which 
Eddie discussed the possibility of pursuing further education was in relation to his family’s 
encouragement and as a way to provide for his son and girlfriend.  Carlos, too, consistently 
expressed a sense of urgency in becoming economically independent, so that he would no longer 
be a financial burden on his parents.  Without any guidance, this sense of urgency propelled him 
to take up a low-paying part-time job that interfered with his school work.  As Gándara (2008) 
points out, because they lack exposure to a wide range of career options, immigrant ELs from 
low-income families tend to view their vocational choices as either/or: “that is, getting a job at 
McDonald’s or going to college” (p. 81).  That was certainly true of Carlos.  However, if 
Carlos’s desire to contribute to family finances had been recognized and linked to the guidance 
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on the range of career options that required only one or two years of CTE at the postsecondary 
level, Carlos might have realized that there were mid-range career options between McDonald’s 
and a college degree that were within his reach and would go a long way in contributing to his 
family.  
Implications 
 One clear implication of this study is that we are in dire need of creating viable 
postsecondary pathways for ELs who are not going to college—and as mentioned at the 
beginning of this article, this subgroup accounts for close to 50% of high school ELs.  Part of the 
challenge of working with non-college-bound ELs is that virtually all of us who are involved in 
high school education—from policymakers, to district administrators, to classroom teachers, and 
to university researchers like myself—are college-educated, often with graduate degrees.  
Careers that do not involve a bachelor’s degree are less familiar territories, into which many of 
us hesitate to venture.  Moreover, CTE suffers from persistent stigma as “dumping grounds for 
students who couldn’t cut it in college prep” (Newman & Winston, 2016, p. 58).  Therefore, as 
soon as one proposes to steer a minority group of students to CTE, it raises alarms among 
progressive educators and policymakers, who claim that we are closing off educational 
opportunities for those who are already disfranchised.   
However, it is not as if the current “college-for-all” ideology were enabling all students, 
regardless of their backgrounds, to enter college and graduate with a bachelor’s degree.  The 
results of this study suggest that the current system offers no alternatives for students like Carlos 
and Eddie who do not fit into the college-bound mold.  As Newman and Winston (2016) argue,  
We cannot ignore the profoundly uneven educational outcomes that are plain to see, and 
that presently offer few meaningful alternatives that will help today’s youth become 
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productive workers with decent jobs. . . . Students from working-class and poor 
communities need options that traditional forms of higher education may not provide, and 
they need them now, not thirty or forty years hence.  (p. 6) 
Although ELs are by no means the only group of students who could benefit from 
alternative pathways to productive careers, their unique set of needs, I would argue, make CTE a 
particularly pressing issue for ELs.  Many ELs come from low-income families; seeing their 
immigrant parents struggle may make them wish to contribute to the family finances as soon as 
possible (Gándara, 2008).  Secondary-level ELs also often face the additional challenges of 
being over-age, having had significance interruptions in their formal education, and not having 
sufficient time to catch up academically and linguistically by the end of high school (Short & 
Boyson, 2012).  If we can help them acquire foundational academic skills and place them solidly 
on the pathway to middle-skill jobs, non-college-bound ELs would be immeasurably better off.  
A recent report suggests that the middle-skill job sector is where jobs will be plentiful: Between 
2014 and 2024, 48% of all job openings are projected to be middle-skill jobs.  Currently, the 
supply outweighs the demand (National Skills Coalition, 2017).  
Indeed, in an alternative universe in which CTE enjoyed the same status and recognition 
as college, the strengths and talents of students like Carlos and Eddie might have been 
discovered earlier, with the encouragement to pursue CTE programs that matched their interests.  
The vision of a clear career pathway early on might have enabled Eddie and Carlos to recognize 
the relevance of academic work and motivated them to invest more in their coursework, so that 
they would qualify to enroll in those programs later in high school.  Once they were enrolled in 
the CTE programs, they might have met more mentors and peers in their chosen fields, thus 
further accruing the resources that Yosso (2005) calls social capital, that is, community networks 
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that can “provide both instrumental and emotional support to navigate through society’s 
institutions” (p. 79).  The fact that these “might have been”s did not happen is a personal loss to 
these ELs as well as to our society.   
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